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“On The Ground”* With the South African
Labor Movement
Peter Rachleff
In the 1970s and 1980s, the South African labor movement played
a major role in the struggle against apartheid. New unions were cre-
ated by workers, especially black workers, who had not previously
been part of the labor movement. These unions built rich internal lives
and they connected with student, community, and political organiza-
tions. When South Africa’s political climate began to change rapidly in
the early 1990s, these unions assumed an even more public and politi-
cal role and, in 1994, were recognized as a formal part of the country’s
ruling “alliance” — the African National Congress (ANC), the South
African Communist Party (SACP), and the Congress of South African
Trade Unions (COSATU). Indeed, in the 1994 elections which made
Nelson Mandela the first president of the new South Africa, the labor
movement appeared to reach the height of its influence as many
prominent labor activists assumed positions in the government and in
the management of public enterprises. Ironically, union power has
declined since this high point six years ago, and the internal life within
unions has atrophied. Our trip to South Africa gave me an opportunity
not only to explore the complexities of these processes but also to dis-
cover the diverse efforts “on the ground” to rebuild and re-energize
the labor movement.
*****
The repressive qualities of South African apartheid reached deeply
into the world of labor. In many ways, apartheid was as much about
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* “On the ground” is a colloquial expression frequently used by activists to
characterize grassroots political work.
labor control as it was about racial control. The British and Dutch colo-
nial powers and settlers sought to control black Africans, Indian inden-
tured laborers and their descendants, and Indonesian, Malaysian, and
Asian slaves and their descendants (i.e., the so-called “coloured”), not
just for the colonists’ ego gratification and the fulfillment of their fan-
tasies (though these were certainly elements of this history) but, pri-
marily, to create wealth that they could then appropriate and enjoy.
These needs shaped a racially structured political, social, and eco-
nomic system in South Africa over the later years of the 19th century
and the first half of the 20th century. The interweaving of racism and
capitalism became the defining feature of South African society.1
While these racial structures became deeply embedded, as the needs
of the elite and the economic order changed, they also proved some-
what malleable. In the late 1940s with the rise of the National Party
and the Boer elite, apartheid became legislated and codified. In the
1950s, the Industrial Conciliation Act specifically prohibited racially
mixed (i.e., white and coloured) unions and reasserted the exclusion of
black African workers from membership in “registered” labor organi-
zations. In the early 1960s, during the intensified repression after the
Sharpeville uprising and other challenges to the regime, the govern-
ment destroyed racially mixed communities like Cape Town’s District
6, banned the ANC and the SACP, imprisoned such activists as Nelson
Mandela and Walter Sisulu, and outlawed the South African Congress
of Trade Unions (SACTU). As a result, black African workers, the bulk
of the workforce in the key industries of gold and diamond mining,
textiles, automobile manufacturing and other heavy industries, and
transportation and dockwork, were denied the right to organize, bar-
gain collectively over their working conditions and compensation, or
exercise a voice over their employment.2
In the 1970s and 1980s, grassroots pressure — in workplaces, town-
ships, schools, and the international community — succeeded, often at
great cost, in modifying the rules of apartheid. In early 1973, seeking
an immediate wage increase and the right to participate in “registered”
unions, more than 60,000 black African workers in Durban launched a
strike wave. University-based intellectuals, college students, one-time
SACTU activists, and even a few sympathetic officers from the white
Trade Union Council of South Africa (TUCSA) came to the factories,
picket lines, and mass meetings to offer their solidarity and support.
Some of the new independent unions that emerged were all black, but
many practiced non-racialism, particularly in Durban, where Indians
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had long been an important sector of the working class. Over the next
few years, these new unions waged one struggle after another in Dur-
ban, spread into Pietermaritzburg, a nearby industrialized city in the
Natal, and built a series of collaborative organizations such as the Gen-
eral Factory Workers Benefit Fund, the Trade Union Advisory and
Coordinating Council, and the Consultative Committee on Black
Trade Unions. These unions and labor formations survived the new
wave of repression and the economic recession after the 1976 Soweto
uprising, and they surged forward again in 1977 – 1979, when they
helped create the Federation of South African Trade Unions (FOS-
ATU). In 1979, recognizing that repression did not seem to be bringing
the industrial and social peace it sought, the government, through its
Wiehahn Commission, turned to co-optation and offered black and
racially mixed unions the rights to registration. Over the next years,
into the mid-1980s, these unions more than quadrupled their member-
ship.3
Over the course of the 1980s, with this new legal opening and the
example that had been set in Durban, unions spread rapidly among
black African workers. Some, influenced by the Black Consciousness
movement, maintained racial exclusiveness, while most chose the path
of non-racialism that had been dominant in Durban and was encour-
aged by the banned — but influential — ANC and SACP. Workers
within these unions also participated in intensive debates about
“workerism” and “populism.” These philosophies centered on the rel-
ative merits of building syndicalist organizations that fought for shop
floor power, improved wages and benefits, and an expanding labor
movement as against the need to connect workplace organizations
with political struggle, particularly the struggle against apartheid and
the white regime that kept it in place.4
No matter where particular unions came down in these heated
debates — Black Consciousness versus non-racialism, workerism ver-
sus populism — all shared a similar internal cultural development.
Workers, often with the involvement of intellectuals of diverse sorts
(academics, playwrights, choreographers, composers, actors, musi-
cians, poets, painters, printmakers, and more) and ideological stripes
(communists, Trotskyists, socialists, nationalists, and more), created
rich cultural tapestries through drama and dance projects, radio shows
and concerts, murals, banners, and public art, and the publication of
poetry ‘zines and the public reading of poetry. Picket lines (of which
there were many) were festooned with art and echoed with drummed
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rhythms and song. Rallies were advertised with brilliantly colored
posters, and speakers shared podium time with singers and poets. The
labor movement throbbed with artistic energy, and it inspired the cre-
ation of much public art. This art and energy brought thousands of
rank and file workers into the life of the labor movement, and it
stamped the labor movement with their experiences and dreams.5
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the political environment in South
Africa began to change in fundamental ways — negotiations between
the ANC and the National Party; the unbanning of the ANC and the
Communist Party; and the freeing of political prisoners, including Nel-
son Mandela. Unions, particularly those affiliated with COSATU,
began to change in subtle ways, too. They put more emphasis on direct
negotiation with management and less on participation in social and
political movements; more on the training of officers and stewards
about the concepts and theories of political economy and the nuts and
bolts of collective bargaining and grievance procedures and less on
strategies for popular mobilization and direct action. Union projects
that encouraged rank and file participation and creativity, such as
workers’ theater, poetry and art, music and choirs, received dimin-
ished attention and resources. The gap between full-time union offi-
cials, in many cases including shop stewards, and the rank and file
membership began to grow.6
After Nelson Mandela and the ANC took power in 1994, this dis-
tance expanded, due to government policies and the increasing impli-
cation of the trade unions in those policies. Not long after assuming the
presidency, Mandela disclaimed the ANC’s long-standing commit-
ment to the nationalization of gold and diamond mines, and the redis-
tribution of land. While the new government sought to provide social
services, housing, and access to education that went well beyond the
structures and practices of the apartheid regime, its development plans
paid little more than lip service to any notions of economic redistribu-
tion. Instead, economic proposals that emphasized cooperation
between labor and capital, South African accommodation to the
demands of international capital, and private sector-led development
were quickly adopted and implemented. At the same time, a cul-
tural/ideological framework of “reconciliation” subsumed claims for
accountability and responsibility and delegitimated contentions for
redistribution and reparations. Meanwhile, more and more union offi-
cers left the labor movement for national, provincial, and local govern-
ment positions (both elected and appointed), managerial positions in
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public facilities, and human resources and bureaucratic positions
within corporate enterprises.7
By the late 1990s, as Mandela was turning over the reins of govern-
ment to Sussex University trained Thabo Mbeki, the labor movement
appeared to be crumbling before what seemed to be the ineluctable
forces of economic neo-liberalism. Globalization, privatization, dereg-
ulation, free trade, and flexibility were becoming the watchwords of
economic transformation in South Africa, and the range of responses
available to the once powerful labor movement appeared to run from
outright accommodation to purely symbolic resistance. Despite the
government’s consistently capital-friendly policies, there has contin-
ued to be a net outflow of private capital, a net out-migration of
wealthy, educated whites, and a paucity of multinational investment.
Unemployment among black Africans, difficult to measure precisely,
has been estimated at 30 – 40 – 50% in different regions of the country.
Crime dominates front-page news, while crises of housing, health, and
education worsen. The unions seem little able to articulate an eco-
nomic populism, while the visions of socialism that had blossomed in
the 1970s and 1980s have turned into hollow dreams.8
The national economic agenda has slid from the Keynesianism of
Nelson Mandela’s “Reconstruction and Development Programme”
(RDP) to Mbeki’s “Growth, Employment, and Redistribution”(GEAR),
increasingly conceptualized within the framework of a regional
“African Renaissance,” dominated by South Africa. “To focus on redis-
tribution at the expense of an expanding economy is a sure path to the
universalisation of poverty,” Mbeki has warned. Meanwhile, an
increasing array of critics, including rank and file workers, argue that
there is little growth happening and no redistribution, although there
is still considerable wealth, some of which is falling into the hands of a
new black elite. South Africa remains one of the most unequal indus-
trialized societies on earth, with whites (about 10% of the population)
still owning 95% of the land and more than 98% of the stock market.9
The widening gap between leaders and members within unions has
made it difficult for dissatisfied workers to find or create effective
vehicles to express their views, let alone manifest any collective power.
COSATU leaders organize demonstrations on Sundays and holidays
to protest GEAR, but they are reticent to call for strikes, slowdowns, or
other forms of direct action, either against employers or the govern-
ment. In the public sector, they have been ineffective in countering
government privatization measures, which have been dressed up as
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“black empowerment.” In the private sector, they have even emerged
as the enforcers of management’s agenda against rank and file work-
ers. In January 2000, 4,000 Volkswagen workers at the Uitenhage fac-
tory struck against management and the national leadership of the
National Union of Metal Workers of South Africa (NUMSA) when
thirteen elected shop stewards were suspended for encouraging work-
ers to resist management alterations of the terms of employment.
Despite contract provisions and union traditions, workers had not
been allowed to vote on a series of changes, including the requirement
that they get their wages from a local bank (with service charges
deducted), increases in their mandatory contribution to their health
benefits, a change in the work week from five days to six with rotating
days off, the reduction of tea breaks from two to one per shift, the
restructuring of annual holidays from the traditional year-end shut-
down to a staggered calendar for each individual worker, and the
elimination of washing up time on the clock. Volkswagen manage-
ment decreed that such changes were necessary for the plant to remain
“competitive in the global economy,” and the NUMSA leadership
urged the workers to accept them. When the stewards led a series of
short strikes in January, the national NUMSA leadership suspended
them from the union and VW management suspended them from their
employment in the plant. When the majority of the workforce walked
out on January 24 to demand the reinstatement of the stewards, man-
agement suspended 350 workers. As of this writing, COSATU has
joined NUMSA in urging the workers to return to their jobs while the
stewards and 350 workers remain suspended. This is a stunning
expression of the deterioration of the inner life of the South African
labor movement.10
*****
My trip to South Africa brought me into contact with a wide variety of
labor activists — local officers, shop stewards, rank and file workers,
labor educators, journalists, labor historians, and organizers. They had
different personal histories and racial backgrounds, and they came
from diverse social locations, industries, and communities. They
shared a profound frustration with the current situation in South
Africa, particularly its evolution from the days of dynamic struggle in
the 1980s, and they admitted to a confusion about the best strategies to
adopt for the present and future. They were particularly frustrated that
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the arrival of formal democracy had coincided with the ebbing of par-
ticipatory democracy, that the rise of union legitimacy and power had
been connected with a sapping of the movement culture within those
unions and even a diminution of union democracy, and that the dis-
course of “reconciliation” had made it more difficult for ordinary
South African workers and citizens to find a language to express their
own experiences under apartheid and thereby develop a collective
vision of how to move forward. Despite these deep frustrations and
profound confusions, the activists I met have refused to lapse into cyn-
icism. Instead, they had thrown themselves into new projects and into
intensive analysis and discussion about their country’s contradictory
experiences.11
In the remainder of this essay, I want to discuss some of these new
projects. Many of them involve organizing women workers, including
women in the informal sector and domestic service, which had not
been part of the earlier growth of the labor movement. These new
labor projects raise not only economic issues, but challenge gender
constructions, more conventional working class identities, and wider
political structures.
In 1993, Pat Horn, a veteran anti-apartheid and labor activist,
launched the Self-Employed Women’s Union (SEWU), which orga-
nizes women street vendors who sell traditional herbs and medicines
and arts and crafts in Durban’s informal sector. She has received a cold
shoulder from both the government, which has refused to consider
these women and their issues in the Comprehensive Labour Market
Commission, and from COSATU, which argues that since they don’t
have employers and can’t demand higher wages, they are not really
“workers” and, therefore, are not entitled to unionized status. SEWU
also stands outside the ANC, since many of its Zulu members, whose
homes are in rural KwaZulu-Natal, have affiliations with the Inkatha
Freedom Party. At the same time, SEWU sees its struggle as political as
well as economic. It seeks not only to express the material interests of
its members (temporary housing, storage for commodities, childcare,
and protection from crime and exploitation) but also to challenge the
ways that economic structures reinforce traditional patriarchal rela-
tionships, to raise public awareness of domestic violence, to provide
social security for workers in the informal sector, and to promote
mobility between the informal and formal sectors by breaking racial
and gender discrimination. In Durban, SEWU has used public rallies
and demonstrations, songs (“When You’ve Touched a Woman, You’ve
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Touched a Rock”), petitions, and political pressure to push their mate-
rial demands. SEWU is also providing political and economic internal
education, helping its members rethink their relationship to public life
in South Africa and empowering them to struggle for positive
improvements. In 1997, SEWU produced a pamphlet, Understanding
the Economy, in English and Zulu editions, for distribution to its mem-
bers. Pat Horn’s forward explains: “We believe that every person can
understand how the economy works, even without a university educa-
tion. . . . This book is meant for all those people who want to read more
about the economy but have not been able to find anything which
explains it in a way that everyone can understand.” SEWU has also
widened the self-understanding of its members by connecting them to
women street vendors in other cities in South Africa and in India.12
In Cape Town and East London, domestic workers are coming
together to tell their stories, discuss their work situations, analyze the
failure of earlier efforts to organize unions (a union with 80,000 mem-
bers in 1989 has disappeared), and contextualize their own experiences
under apartheid and since its “overthrow.” They have struggled with
the ways that the discourse of the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion has delegitimized the “chronicle of tears” and silenced stories
about “the ordinary suffering of everyday life”—the petty and not-so-
petty indignities heaped upon black domestics, rape and sexual abuse,
starvation wages, work schedules that keep women away from their
families, being treated “worse than the dog.” As these stories are told
— and heard — these women begin to discuss their needs, goals, and
dreams, and the possible vehicles they need to make them a reality.
This is a slow beginning for a domestic workers’ organization, but it is
on solid ground.13
In Cape Town, the Trade Union Library and Education Center
(TULEC) has begun a project with women workers from the food
industry. They have organized an adult study circle, coordinated by a
young woman staff member, which meets weekly. The ten women
come together and discuss their workplace experiences, their struggles
with their unions as well as with management, the relationship
between their work and family lives, and how they might develop
strategies to improve their situations. They then sit down at a bank of
computers where they e-mail their stories to similar groups of food
industry women workers in a dozen other countries! Of course, they
also receive stories, which they respond to and discuss. Like so many
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other South African workers, they increasingly see themselves in a
wider context, even as they remain firmly “on the ground.”14
International communications is an ever more important part of the
effort to revive the labor movement. TULEC recently set up a state of
the art radio production studio with funding from George Soros’ Open
Society Foundation. At first, they produced live shows for a township
radio station, BUSH Radio, but now they are producing full-length fea-
tures including talk, interviews, music, poetry, and more. These shows
are produced directly onto CDs, which are then sent to largely non-
commercial community radio stations around the country. TULEC is
trying to get the South African Broadcasting Company to pick up some
of these shows for national broadcast and they are exploring interna-
tional contacts to make the CDs available to non-commercial stations
here in the United States and in Europe. As TULEC’s Martin Jansen
explained to me, this is all part of developing a new generation of lead-
ership to replace those who left the labor movement in the 1990s, and
to broaden the movement beyond the conventional collective bargain-
ing which also came to dominate the 1990s.15
And so the new millennium finds South African labor activists—of
diverse experiences, races, communities, and social locations — back
“on the ground,” organizing, reaching out to new people, challenging
dominant social, economic, and political structures. They are as
empowered by their experience dislodging apartheid as they are frus-
trated by the minimal distance that wealth and power have moved.
Having made history in their lifetimes, they know that before “the end
of the day” they can achieve even more. 
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